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Prospects of real
change in Lebanon
in doubt after
election of Aoun
Dalal Saoud

Beirut

T

he euphoria that accompanied the election of a
Hezbollah ally, Christian
veteran leader Michel
Aoun, as Lebanon’s president after a nearly 30-month political vacuum and the return of Sunni
leader Saad Hariri to the post of
prime minister, will soon dissipate.
Restoring Lebanese faith in the
state, consolidating government
institutions that were close to collapse due to the prolonged political
dysfunction and divisions, reviving
the ailing economy and confronting various security dangers are no
easy tasks.
Aoun, the octogenarian former
army commander who achieved
his long-time ambition of becoming
president after 26 years of what he
described “a long path of struggle”,
will have to prove he is capable of
keeping his promises: Preserving
the state, introducing the aspired
reforms and fighting corruption.
Hariri, who is yet to succeed in
forming the desired “national accord” government, is to shoulder
the hard responsibility of shoring
up the economy.
Both have made enough concessions to secure their new posts
but, along with the country’s other
political leaders, they must adopt
a totally different mentality in approaching state affairs if they are
to succeed in stabilising the multiconfessional country.
Hezbollah’s powerful arsenal and
military involvement in the Syria
war was apparently shelved at least
for the time being, with anti-Hez-

bollah Muslim Sunni and Christian
political leaders realistically admitting that this is a too-shaky issue to
tackle.
The focus would be more on solving the country’s most urgent internal problems and whether Aoun’s
reign will make a difference and
change the country.
“I hope he (Aoun) will not forget
his reform programme and stay
true to it,” said Yezid Sayigh, a senior associate at the Carnegie Middle
East Center in Beirut. “I also hope
that he will not deal with it as if he
is in a military battle. It rather needs
dialogue, good thinking (about how
to introduce the needed reforms).”
Sayigh argued that Lebanon’s vital problem lies in the fact that it is a
“failed state” with its political class
not carrying out its duties.

Hezbollah’s powerful
arsenal and military
involvement in the
Syria war was
apparently shelved
at least for the time
being.
The mostly “decomposed” state
institutions are almost absent and
unable to provide basic and essential services, such as uninterrupted
power supplies, clean drinking water and removing the rubbish from
the streets to the proper functioning of the judicial and security services.
“A state of vacuum was created
with the politicians’ failure in running the country, putting the whole
burden on three institutions — the
army, internal security forces and
general security — to preserve civil

Lebanese President Michel Aoun (L) meets with his new Prime Minister Saad Hariri at the
presidential palace in Baabda, east of Beirut. on November 3rd. 				
peace and security on the borders
as well as implement policies that
should have been essentially adopted by the government,” Sayigh said.
Holding the Syrian refugees responsible for Lebanon’s ailments is
simply unrealistic.
“Such a (Lebanese) mess started
long before the coming of the Syrian refugees,” Sayigh said, warning
against pressuring the 1.2 million
registered refugees to leave the
country by adopting “suppressive
and coercive measures”.
Although hosting such a huge
number of refugees constitutes a
real burden on Lebanon and, despite the consequent social and cultural effects, their presence carries
numerous benefits in being an active and indispensable force in the
Lebanese economy and bringing in
a considerable amount of international aid. That they are scattered
throughout the country and not
placed in isolated camps was a plus
for Lebanon, which, Sayigh said,
presented “a successful model” of
embracing refugees.
The fear, mostly voiced by the

Christians, of refugees’ prolonged
presence and possible security
threat is understandable but not
totally justified. For five years
now, there have been no signs of
radicalisation among young Syrian
refugees and no serious clashes reported with their Lebanese hosts.
Sayigh warned against any exaggeration in that regard and of Aoun
and his party officials maintaining
“a speech that exceeds fear to become a hostile one”.
“Would the new president become aware that the fear mentality
does not produce wise policies?” he
asked.
Nassif Hitti, a Lebanese former
diplomat with the Arab League,
said Aoun’s presidency will be at “a
crossroads” between his promises
while in the opposition and “the reality of sharing power along sectarian basis”.
“It will be difficult for Aoun to
play the reformer if he does not
start with his own people, trying to put a new, different team to
the government… and to distance
himself gradually from Hezbollah,”

(AP)

Hitti said.
Hezbollah, Sayigh said, is stuck
in a paradox over its role in the
Syria war and the need to get out
of there without “real solutions in
(its) hand”. The Iran-backed party
is also facing the vexing issue of being part of the Lebanese state, with
deputies in parliament and ministers in the government, but “effectively does not find solutions to the
citizens’ daily problems”.
Under a win-win formula, Aoun
and Hariri are now in power and
most political forces are to be included in the new government.
Would they be able to put their
many disputes aside, rejuvenate
the deteriorating economy, stop the
widespread corruption, which they
are behind, end the Hezbollah-provoked rift with the Gulf states and
lure back the tourists?
The expectations are huge but
Aoun’s election is unlikely to
change much.
Dalal Saoud is the Deputy Editorin-Chief of The Arab Weekly. She is
based in Beirut.
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t was neither Lebanese
democracy nor a solid
economic salvation agenda
for the country that carried
Michel Aoun to the presidency. It was not his
programme for fighting corruption, nor was it the promise to the
end of the sectarian-based system
of power sharing that had turned
the state into religious and
sectarian fiefdoms. What brought
Aoun to power was something
completely different.
Following two-and-a-half years
without a president and more
than 40 parliamentary sessions
devoted to electing a president,
the parliamentary alliance
between Aoun and Hezbollah was
successful in using the excuse of
no quorum to block parliamentary elections. There was an
unwise constitutional blockage
imposed by the presidency of the
parliament that led to the void in
the position of president of the
republic all this time.
So, instead of coming to the
presidency through the main
gate, Aoun took the back alleys of
political manoeuvring and
fiddling with the constitution.
Democracy in Lebanon was the
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presidency through the main
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of political manoeuvring.

big loser in the affair. Aoun and
his ally Hezbollah refused to have
candidates compete for the
presidency in free and democratic
elections inside the parliament.
Aoun and his cohorts insisted on
designating him president; the
elections inside the parliament
would just be a formality.
Aoun and Hezbollah clearly
signalled that becoming president
in Lebanon was not the result of
free and fair elections but of
working around a fragile balance
of power based on military might,
security considerations and
sectarian struggles.
Thus, the presidency in their
eyes is not really representing
and working for the common
interest of one state and one
people but that of one faction
inside one sect using the military
power of another faction inside
another sect. The whole operation marked the end of a democratic system that had been in
place in Lebanon for decades.
In his quest for the presidency,
Aoun had no real agenda for
saving Lebanon from economic
collapse. His political discourse
and moves were centred on
insisting that the flaws in the
state originate from the inequity
in the system of power sharing
between Muslims and Christians.
He even asserted the Lebanese
Sunnis had confiscated some
Christian shares.
Clearly, he wanted to avoid

annoying Hezbollah, the same
party that has gone to extreme
lengths to flout the authority of
the state and that has found, in
Aoun, the perfect cover for its
rogue actions from illegally
bearing arms to fighting in Syria.
Aoun has also used sectarian
discourse to blackmail his
Christian opponents. He succeeded in demonstrating that, if
one wants to win in Lebanon, he
or she must not shy away from
using sectarian divisiveness as a
weapon. All crises must be turned
into sectarian ones in which the
various factions vie for spoils to
the detriment of the state.
Investing in sectarian strife and
exploiting the theme of threat to
minorities enabled Aoun to
obstruct the presidential elections and gave Hezbollah more
clout to weaken the power of the
state.
Hezbollah in Lebanon stood to
win whether the presidency of
the state remained void or Aoun
won it. The remarkable thing in
the election was that opposition
to Aoun came from Hezbollah’s
allies, specifically from Parliament Speaker Nabih Berri and MP
Suleiman Frangieh.
Naturally, Aoun, 83, would
remain true to his election
platform. Faced with the sorry
condition of the Lebanese state,
he will do no more than continue
to use his slogan Protecting
Christians’ Rights and just seize
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more state positions for his
followers.
Constantly playing the card of
sectarian rights is what many on
both sides of the fence desire. It
guarantees continued polarisation of the society and blind
allegiance to the so-called leaders
and obviates the obvious option
of choosing allegiance to the state
and the combined authority of
the constitution and the law.
Those playing the game of
divisiveness cannot be more
satisfied.
The next phase in Lebanon will
be marked by intense competition for a share in power. The
concept of pact brandished by
Aoun and the special interpretation of it destroys the concepts of
state and of citizenship by
reducing them to a form of power
sharing. There should not be a
pact between Muslims and
Christians that replaces the law
and denies the principle of
equality among all citizens.
Aoun knows quite well that his
new presidential powers cannot
touch Hezbollah’s illegal weapons
or forbid their use abroad.
Hezbollah, in turn, knows that
Aoun will not broach the topic,
not out of fear but simply because
he will continue to play the card
of sectarian allegiance to the
detriment of the rights of citizenship.
Ali al -Amine is a Lebanese writer.

